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Abstract: This paper argues how popular culture works as site of contestation for giving voices to two 
major voiceless groups, namely the working class and the women. It discusses how popular culture works as 
a structure that shapes human lives and at the same time enables them to re-structure their lives 
continuously.  
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One can draw hints on daily life from the popular 
culture of a society. If we go by the etymological 
meaning of the word popular, it had its origin from 
the Latin word populous, which means for the 
people. The Oxford Dictionary defines it as 
something pertaining to the common people as a 
whole, distinguished from any particular class. And 
of course the word culture has various 
connotations. According to the British 
Anthropologist E.B.Tyler "culture is that complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 
moral, law, customs, and other capabilities and 
habits acquired by men as a member of society 
(Sardar and Van Loon cited by Newbold and Barret 
2002:2l5). This definition of culture forms a 
contrasting one with Arnold's who defines it as "the 
best that has been thought and said." He, in his 
famous work Culture and Anarchy (l869) terms 
popular culture as opposed to 'real', serious culture. 
His focus was social order, and authority, which 
was only possible through cultural subordination 
and popular culture, posed a threat to such a 
hierarchical society. 
In the British tradition of cultural critics, two 
names crop up along with Arnold, F.R.Leavis 
(l895-l978) and Q.D. Leavis, who were cultural 
pessimists. Their distaste for the popular culture of 
the l930s reflects in their works, Mass Civilisation 
and Minority Culture and Fiction and the Reading 
Public respectively. "Leavisism" was based on the 
assumption that culture has always been "in 
minority keeping". They, like Arnold, saw decline, 
homogenisation and levelling in popular culture 
that came along with industrialization and 
democratic sentiments that toppled down the very 
cannons of literature. The collapse of the traditional 
authority and power coming to the hands of the 
non-intellectual was leading towards havoc in the 
view of the Leavises. Industrialization gave rise to 
two cultures: the minority culture, that represented 
the best that has been thought and said and the 
mass civilization that depicted commercial culture. 
This commercial culture was an American 
influence. F.R. Leavis was against the 
Americanization of the British popular culture. He 
along with Queenie Leavis found the popular 
culture vulgar and derogatory. It was not recreation 
but rather de-creation. Both of them longed for the 
golden age, the folk rural culture that represented 
the organic community (Leavis l930) 
There was a whole shift in the dimension of 
popular culture with Richard Hoggart (b.l9l8) in his 
book The Uses of Literacy. This book was divided 
into two parts: one viewing the glorious working 
class culture of the l930s and the other describing a 
traditional working class culture under threat from 
new forms of mass entertainment of the l950s. 
Hoggart was critical of mass entertainment as 
destroying the very fabric of the older more 
healthy, working class culture. But here it was a 
case of glorification of the working class culture; 
unlike what the Leavises felt (Hoggarts l958) 
In l947, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno 
coined the term 'Culture Industry' to designate the 
products and processes of mass culture. Culture 
industry produces two products: cultural 
homogeneity and predictability. Reacting to Arnold 
and Leavises' anxiety on popular culture, causing a 
threat to social authority which Arnold called 
"anarchy",  Frankfurt school believed that it's such 
a culture that maintained social authority by 
promoting conformity (Storey l993 l00-l0l). 
Adorno believed that such a mass culture pacifies 
the audience/receiver of the text. Leo Lowenthal, 
another proponent of the Frankfurt school 
explained "whenever revolutionary tendencies 
show a timid head, they are mitigated and cut short 
by a false fulfillment of wish dream like wealth, 
adventure, passionate love, power and 
sensationalism in general." (Storey l993:l00- l02) 
Thus, it is something that stunts political 
imagination and makes the receiver a passive 
consumer of such a culture. 
Raymond Williams was against Leavisite tradition, 
which voted for a hierarchical culture of difference 
and deference. He favoured the democratic account 
of culture i.e., culture a "particular way of life". 
Williams insisted on culture that pertains to the 
lived experience of ordinary men and women, 
stressing on the point that working class culture 
was basically social rather than being individual 
(William l958). 
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 Another name in the non-Leavisite tradition in 
popular culture was E.P.Thompson. He believed 
that the working class made itself, and the period 
between l780 and l832 was the 'most distinguished 
popular culture that England has known' 
(Thompson l963). Thompson in his magnum opus, 
The Making of the British Working Class (l963), 
claimed that the English Working Class was a 
"historical phenomenon". It was neither a thing nor 
a structure or a category. It is a social and cultural 
formation. His historical study was not a saga on 
great heroes of the epic. But he tried to study the 
experiences, the ideas, the values and desires of the 
ordinary men or rather he tried to study "popular 
culture as a site of resistance to those in whose 
interests the Industrial Revolution was made" 
(Thompson l963). He gave more importance to 
human agency rather than to structural factors. 
Thus popular culture became a site for ventilating 
the voices of the voiceless. Other than the working 
class, it also provided a platform for women. 
WOMEN 
According to Tania Modleski, popular culture 
involves struggle over meaning. It is the female 
voice that is misrepresented or made absent. 
Modleski writes that popular culture consumed by 
women is gendered and therefore particular 
whereas the ones consumed by men are considered 
universal. (Modleski l986). She says that the 
general opinion in the air is that women are 
responsible for mass culture while men are 
associated with high culture or art. Thus popular 
culture is feminine while the other refers to a 
masculine culture with 'taste'. Femininity, 
consumption and reading are equated together 
while masculinity, production and writing are 
synonymous (Douglas cited in Strinati l995:l90). 
Thus, it appears that the very role of mass culture is 
making the audience passive or rather it is a 
process of getting the audience feminized. Even, 
Angelina McRobbie's work on the ideological 
analysis of the magazine called "Jackie" reveals 
that the function of these magazines was to prepare 
the girls to be dutiful docile wives. Thus it tries to 
develop the ideology of femininity in them. For 
her, romance, problems, fashion, beauty, pop etc. 
pertain to the girl's feminine sphere. (McRobbie 
l99l). One of the main objectives of this study is to 
say that its not the popular culture for women that 
prepares latter for being feminine but the same 
popular culture also provides a foundation to 
men/boys in constructing their masculinity. It 
comes as a negative reference group so that 
boys/men can from abstain from it to make their 
gender identity clear. 
Similarly, Mary Anne Ferguson, in her work 
Images of Women in Literature, has said how 
women are represented in sexually defined roles in 
literature. Women are represented as mothers, 
submissive wives or inspiration for male artists to 
name a few. Ferguson believed these are false 
images of women. So, the real worlds and their real 
experiences would be reflected in women's writings 
(Ferguson cited in Tharu and Lalita l99l:l4). Elaine 
Showalter has argued that feminist criticism could 
be regarded as functioning in two distinct modes, 
"feminist critique" who are concerned with the 
woman " as the consumer of male-produced 
literature." and "gynocritics" who are concerned 
with "woman as the producer of textual meaning, 
with history themes, genres and structures of 
literature by women." Showalter claims, "If we 
study stereotypes of women, the sexism of male 
critics and the limited roles women play in literary 
history, we are not learning what women have felt 
and experienced have felt and experienced, but 
only what men have thought women should be" 
(Showalter cited in Tharu and Lalita l99l:l9). Thus 
it is important to make the real voices of women 
heard. 
Janice Radway in her, Reading the Romance says 
that women never experience the maternal 
emotional bond, which they shower on others. And 
they never get anything in return. She has only 
three options with her; lesbianism, a relationship 
with a man or some other means to satiate their 
desires (even though it might be a virtual one). 
Lesbianism is a taboo in our society. And such kind 
of maternal emotional love cannot be expected 
from men due to the images of  unexpressed 
emotions, which is always, associated with 
masculinity. The desires of women remain 
unfulfilled. They take the help of romance novels, 
which provide them with a sort of utopianism by 
giving them a perfect triangular satisfaction; 
fatherly protection, motherly care and passionate 
adult love (Radway l987). Here popular romance 
literature comes to their rescue. They tend to live in 
a sort of dreamland that they have always aspired 
for. 
It is very interesting to note that social norms with 
its gender-oriented socialization could be so strong 
and fatal. A recent news item reported that women 
in European countries suffer badly from domestic 
violence. Domestic violence is a common feature, 
but it had a strange link with love.l8% of the 
mistreated women in France told that they were 
still in love with their violent partners. Many were 
guilty that they failed to become good wives and 
lovers, as they couldn't sympathize with their 
violent partners who had troubled childhood, as 
most violent men have. So, these women felt they 
deserved thrashing (Naravane 2004). It's really hard 
to believe that they live in some fairy tale world 
and dream that their violent partners would change 
into nurturing males just like the romance -novel 
heroes or they strongly feel that 'boys will be boys.' 
Perhaps they pin- up their hopes to some divine 
justice, as done to the fairy tale heroines, popularly 
known as the "Snow White Syndrome" (Anand 
2004). It seems that hardly anything changes as a 
girl grows up to become a woman. 
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